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The Merchant of Venice, then, is hard to fit into a progressive
series of Shakespeare's comedies. The story of the play would
not appear to offer much opportunity for comedy of the kind
to which his preference was apparently running; nor does it
seem in any way to illustrate die approach to life in terms of
which the idea of comedy had already been formulated in the
creed of Theseus. Just where Shakespeare got his story is not
exacdy known. The likelihood is that The Merchant of Venice
is his re-shaping of the play, "The Jew . . . representing the
greedinesse of worldly chusers and the bloody minds of
usurers," which Gosson had seen sometime before 1579. That
play is unfortunately lost. But at such a date in the history of
the Elizabethan stage, it can hardly have exhibited much of the
romance of love-making, though Gosson does in fact name the
caskets before the bond. In all probability, it was a heavily
moralised interlude, and, Gosson specifically and puritanically
adds, nowhere "with amorous gesture" did it wound the eye.
It is possible, though in my view unlikely, that Shakespeare
knew other versions of the story, the one for instance in II
Pecorone of Ser Giovanni, written a little before 1400, and
published in Italian in 1558. Ser Giovanni himself was telling
an oft-told tale, and the two earlier archtypes of it are the
versions in Dolopathos (c. 1200) xadinGestaRomanorum (1342).
Though in all these versions, the man's pursuit of the wealthy
wife is in a sense the main story to which the tale of the bond
he signs with a usurer is subsidiary, yet in all of them the
manner of the pursuit and the characters both of the pursuer
and of the pursued are in nowise of the kind most obviously
congenial to romantic treatment. In all of them, there is no
wooing: the lady, in fact, sets herself up as an unregistered
private prostitute, extracts her fee from her client, drugs him,
and then adjudges him unworthy of her because of his proved
impotence* But the story had gone at least a stage nearer to
romance when some one or other between Ser Giovanni and
Shakespeare cut out this salacious testing and substituted an-
other familiar theme of mediaeval tale, the choice of caskets.